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ABSTRACT 
A large number of students drop out of high school each year. Most of the 
existing research does not focus specifically on students with disabilities. This study uses 
survey research to examine the perceptions of 40 students with mild disabilities regarding 
high school drop out and school belonging. Results indicate that participants believe it is 
important to graduate from high school, and they believe parents and teachers want them 
to graduate. The students indicated that their friends think about dropping out of school 
more than the students themselves do. Participants consistently indicated that they feel 
they can talk to an adult within the school. Implications for schools, as well as 
prospective future research are presented. 
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According to the United States government, approximately 11 % ofthis nation's 
students drop out of school each year (National Center for Education Statistics, 2000). 
Other researchers have estimated the dropout rate to be much higher. For example, the 
Education Testing Service approximates that 33% of students leave school before 
graduation (Barton, 2005). Although these statistics are alarming, the magnitude of the 
drop out problem in the United States becomes especially apparent when students with 
disabilities are examined. Analyses using data from the National Longitudinal Transition 
Study (NL TS) suggests that between 30 and 42.9% of students with disabilities drop out 
of high school (Wagner & Blackorby, 1996; Wagner, 1991a). In addition, Wagner and 
Blackorby (1996) estimate that another 8% of special education students dropped out of 
school before they even enroll in high school. 
Many studies have focused on factors that influence students' decisions to drop 
out of school. Interviews and surveys of students who have dropped out of school show 
that dropouts are not able to make personal connections with adults at school (Black, 
2003; Brown, Higgins, & Pierce, 2003; Davis & Dupper, 2004; Engel, 1994; Gallagher, 
2002; Kortering & Braziel, 1999). This may indicate that relationships and feelings of 
school belonging play important roles in the decision to drop out of school. Attitudes 
about the importance of material learned at school and its relevance to life after school 
also have an impact on the decision to drop out (Benz, Lindstrom, and Y ovanoff, 2000; 
Engel, 1994; Kortering & Braziel, 1999). Previous studies have focused primarily on 
2 
former students' perceptions of their school experiences after dropping out of school. 
Current student perceptions of dropout have been studied on a much more limited basis. 
In addition, nearly all of the current literature investigates dropout within the general 
education student population. Although students with disabilities make up a large 
percentage of the students who chose to drop out of school, they are not commonly the 
focus of research on school dropout. Therefore, this research looked specifically at the 
beliefs of students with disabilities who were enrolled in school regarding the importance 
and relevance of school, their personal relationships with school staff, and their overall 
sense of school belonging. 
CHAPTER2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
High School Dropout 
Current estimates of drop out rates range from 11 % (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2000) to 35% (Hale, 2001). Even more alarming is the estimated 
30% to 42% of students with disabilities who drop out of school (Lehr & Christenson, 
2004, Wagner & Blackorby, 1996; Wagner, 1991a). It is difficult to definitively 
calculate the percentage of students who drop out of school due to variability in how 
dropouts are defined and counted (North Central Regional Education Laboratory, 2004). 
It is clear that a large number of students in the United States, and specifically large 
numbers of students with disabilities, are not graduating from high school. 
Influence of Dropout on Society 
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Dropouts have fewer employment opportunities than students who complete high 
school (Hale, 2001; National Center for Education Statistics, 1999). They often obtain 
low-skilled, low-paying jobs (Hale, 2001, National Center for Education Statistics, 1999) 
and society's support of dropouts can be costly (Sinclair, 1994; Wagner, 1991b). It is 
estimated that 66% of the individuals in prison are high school dropouts (Wagner, 
1991b). Sinclair (1994) estimated that, ''taxpayers spend approximately $51,000 per year 
to incarcerate just one person compared to approximately $11,500 to educate one child 
with a disability" (p. 3). It is important that schools do everything they can to identify 
students who are at risk for dropout and help those students to graduate. 
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Dropping Out and Students in General Education 
Historically, researchers have focused on individual student factors in attempts to 
identify why students drop out of school (Knesting & Waldron, 2006). Individual student 
demographics (Brown, Higgins, & Pierce, 2003; Wagner 1991 b ); adult responsibilities 
such as pregnancy, marriage, or employment (Engel, 1994; Razeghi, 1998); absenteeism 
(Benz, et al., 2000; Engel, 1994; Wagner 1991b); behavioral and disciplinary problems 
(Engel, 1994; Rumberger, 1987; Rumberger & Larson, 1998); poor academic 
performance (Benz, et al., 2000; Engel, 1994; Razeghi, 1998; Wagner 1991b), and 
certain disabilities (Lehr & Christenson, 2004; Wagner, 1991b) have all been shown to be 
related to an increased risk of dropping out of school. Personal beliefs, such as not 
believing school is important (Benz, et al., 2000; Gallagher, 2002), finding school to be 
boring (Benz, et al., 2000; Engel, 1994; Kortering, & Braziel, 1999; Wagner 1991b), 
feeling that curriculum is not relevant to the real world and is not preparing the student 
for life after high school (Dunn, Chambers, & Rabren, 2004; Harvey & Koch, 2004), and 
feeling a lack of control over the course of one's life (Razeghi, 1996) have also been 
shown to influence a student's decision to drop out of school. 
Personal relationships between students and school staff have been shown to be a 
crucial component in the level of school belonging or alienation felt by a student. In 
addition to personal attitudes and beliefs, Kortering and Braziel (1999) found that the 
students also felt that teacher treatment of students and teacher attitudes influenced their 
own personal attitudes regarding school. Many of the students they surveyed felt that 
having more teacher support would have decreased their likelihood of dropping out. 
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The perspective that personal relationships influence students' decisions to drop 
out of school has been supported by many other researchers (Black, 2003; Brown, 
Higgins, & Pierce, 2003; Davis & Dupper, 2004; Engel, 1994; Gallagher, 2002). Student 
alienation is related to student/teacher relationships. Brown, et al. (2003) wanted to 
determine the factors that may contribute to some students feeling alienated. They 
surveyed 222 high school students from two large, southern high schools. The students 
were asked questions about their perceptions of school, as well as demographics. In 
addition to personal relationships, gender, race/ethnicity, and having an individual 
education plan (IEP) also predicted whether a student felt alienated. 
Engel (1994) interviewed high school dropouts who were in a GED program at 
the local Job Corps. The goal of the study was to identify why students chose to leave 
school prior to graduation. He found that the students were not engaged in school and 
that they found teachers to be boring and little more than givers of information. These 
former students repeatedly indicated that they felt school staff did not care whether they 
failed or succeeded. Engel called for a "refocusing of [teacher] attitude" (Engel, 1994, p. 
12). He argued that instead of being passive, authoritative figures that pass on 
information to students, teachers need to become more involved in student learning to 
help those at risk for dropping out. The feelings of alienation a student may feel are 
perpetuated when a student feels he or she has no support system or mentor. By 
improving student and school staff relationships, it is likely that school would be 
perceived more positively by students, and students' feelings of school belonging would 
increase. 
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Dropping Out and Students in Special Education 
Although the majority of research examining high school dropouts focuses on 
students in general, there is some research that looks specifically at students with 
disabilities and the factors that influenced their decisions to drop out of school. Kortering 
and Braziel (1999) surveyed students with mild disabilities who dropped out of school 
regarding their reasons for leaving. They found that students felt that their own personal 
attitudes and beliefs regarding school got in the way of completing their educations. The 
students did not find school to be meaningful to their futures while they were still 
enrolled. These findings indicate that beliefs about the relevance and importance of 
school influence how students feel about dropping out or staying in school. 
Research shows that students with disabilities feel significantly more alienated 
than their peers (Brown, et al., 2003). A study by Dunn, et al. (2004) found evidence that 
all it may take to make a student feel welcome at school is having either a class or person 
that they find to be helpful. In this study, the researchers surveyed students with mental 
retardation (MR) or learning disabilities (LD) who had graduated and students with MR 
or LD who had dropped out of school. The students were asked questions about 
demographics, as well as high school programs and experiences, their life after high 
school, and current quality-of-life. They found that students who believed school was 
valuable in helping to attain future goals, students who had a teacher they found helpful, 
and students who found a class helpful were more likely to graduate from school. This 
finding has significant implications for educators. It shows that feelings of alienation can 
be influenced by teachers, and more importantly, shows that one person may make a 
difference in a student's life (Knesting & Waldron, 2006); 
Schools can take other steps to encourage students to stay in school. Kortering 
and Braziel (1999) interviewed students with mild disabilities. In the interviews, 
participants were asked what would help them stay in school and their suggestions for 
reducing dropout rates. The researchers found that students wanted materials presented 
differently, in a way that made it relevant to their lives and therefore less boring. This 
finding is supported by Engel (1994), and Benz, et al (2000). Students also requested 
different attendance policies (Kortering & Braziel, 1999). The researchers found that 
students often drop out of school because they have missed too many classes and find it 
difficult to catch up or are kicked out of school if they do not make up missed time. 
Policies that require students to pass high stakes test can also negatively impact student 
attitudes and beliefs of success, leading to decreased motivation and effort to succeed 
(Amrein & Berliner, 2003; Jacob, 2001; Thurlow, Sinclair, & Johnson, 2002). Such 
policies are being widely implemented in the United States (Center on Education Policy, 
2004; Gayler, Chudowsky, Hamilton, Kober, & Yeager, 2004). 
Effective Dropout Prevention Practices 
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Personal relationships. Several studies have examined effective dropout 
prevention programs to identify what components make the programs effective. Martin, 
Tobin, and Sugai (2002) surveyed schools to determine what was being done to 
discourage dropout. Another study identified strategies common to three effective 
dropout prevention programs (Thurlow, Christenson, Sinclair, Evelo, & Thornton, 1995). 
The results of these two studies indicate that quality personal relationships are a critical 
component in all promising dropout prevention models. It is clear that personal 
relationships influence how students feel about school, and ultimately influence whether 
students choose to drop out. It is encouraging to find that a single individual may help a 
student feel welcome at school and therefore engaged and involved (Dunn, et al., 2004; 
Knesting & Waldron, 2006). This could ultimately result in a student who graduates, 
rather than a student who drops out of school. 
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School belonging. Many of the components of the effective dropout prevention 
programs influence students' levels of school belonging. Students with high levels of 
school belonging are more likely to be engaged in school (Finn, 1989). Relationships 
with teachers are directly related to students' sense of belonging (Osterman, 2000). 
Specifically, to experience school belonging, students need to believe that educators 
respect and care about them. Goodenow and Grady (1993) found that many high school 
students have a low sense of school belonging. In this study, over 300 general education 
students completed questionnaires that assessed school belonging and school motivation. 
The researchers found that students with a high sense of school belonging also had a high 
level of school motivation. Likewise, students with a low sense of school belonging had 
lower levels of school motivation. This finding has important implications for educators. 
The researchers suggested that a high sense of school belonging allows students to feel 
''that they have the resources necessary to be successful" (Goodenow & Grady, 1993, p. 
68), thereby leading to academic success. The researchers went on to propose that 
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promoting high levels of school belonging may be "a vital part of keeping many students 
in school and promoting educational achievement" (Goodenow & Grady, 1993, p. 70). 
Conclusion 
The literature on dropout among students with disabilities indicates that their 
perceptions about the importance of school, relationships with school staff, and the 
overall perceptions of school belonging play large roles in the decision to drop out of 
high school. However, the perceptions of students with disabilities who are still enrolled 
in school have not been studied. If schools better understood the attitudes that students 
with disabilities have regarding the value of school, high school drop out, personal 
relationships, and overall school belonging; schools may be able to address the 
problematic factors in an effort to decrease the number of dropouts. Therefore, this study 
examined the perceptions of students with disabilities regarding the issues of high school 
dropout and their sense of school belonging. 
CHAPTER3 
METHOD 
This study surveyed high school students with mild disabilities who were 
attending one of two urban high schools. The high schools are part of the same school 




The first part of the survey was created specifically for this study. It began by 
asking students about demographic data, including their sex, race, grade, and age. The 
students were asked if they had ever been retained in school, however; because a large 
number of participants did not answer this item, analysis will not be reported. The survey 
then included twelve questions about perceptions of high school graduation, school 
dropout, and the importance of school to both the student and the significant people in 
his/her life. These twelve items were written in a 4-point Likert scale format, ranging 
from 1 (strongly agree) to 4 (strongly disagree). Following these items, students 
responded to true/false questions about school dropout, personal responsibilities, and 
extra curricular activities. The final questions in the first part of the survey asked about 
adults to whom the students go for advice about staying in or dropping out of school, and 
who they feel they can go to for advice in general. These items asked the students to 
identify individuals they feel comfortable talking to. Due to a numbering error on these 
items, two of the four questions in the final section of this part of the survey were thrown 
out, and thus were not used in the data analysis. 
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The second part of the survey specifically addressed students' sense of school 
belonging. It was the Psychological Sense of School Membership (PSSM) Scale that was 
created by Carol Goodenow (1993), modified to use a 4-point Likert scale ranging from <1 
(strongly agree) to 4 (strongly disagree) .. This scale is composed of 18 items that assess 
how engaged a student is in school, and to what degree a student feels he or she is a 
member of the school. Research suggests that the PSSM scale is a valid and reliable 
(Cronbach alpha internal consistency r = .80) measure of school belonging (Goodenow, 
1993; Goodenow & Grady, 1993). The reliability of the PSSM for the current study was 
also high (Cronbach alpha internal consistency r = .90). A copy of the survey can be 
found in the Appendix. 
Participants 
Approximately 150 students with mild disabilities were invited to participate in 
this study. These students attended one of the two high schools included in the study, and 
were identified as having mild disabilities because they all had an Individual Education 
Plan (IEP) and received special education services. Participation in the survey was 
voluntary, and participants were required to get parental permission before participating. 
Forty students completed the survey, for a participation rate of27%. Of these 
participants, 13 were male and 27 were female. The average age of the participants was 
15 years (SD= 1.23), with a range of 14 to 18. 
During the 2005/2006 school year, the participating district had a high school 
dropout rate of 5.92%, which is slightly higher than the state average of2.14%. The 
largest group of participants identified themselves as Caucasian (n = 28, 62%), 8 students 
12 
(18%) identified themselves as Black, I student (2%) reported Hispanic descent, and 3 
students (7%) indicated other or mixed race. The racial make-up of the participants is 
very close to that of the district's high schools where 70% are Caucasian, 24% are Black, 
4% are Hispanic, and 2% are Asian. The district is slightly more racially diverse than the 
state as a whole, where 87% of high school students are Caucasian, 5% are Black, 6% are 
Hispanic, and 2% are Asian. The socio-economic status (SES) of the students enrolled in 
the participating high schools as measured by the number of students eligible for free and 
reduced lunch is very similar to the SES of students in the entire state. Thirty-three 
percent of students at the participating high schools are eligible for free and reduced 
lunch, while 32% of students in the state are eligible. 
Procedure 
In both schools, special education teachers described the survey to the students 
using a script provided by the researcher and invited the students to participate. These 
teachers were chosen because they taught students who received a portion of their 
academic schooling in a special education setting and also received a portion in the 
general education environment. Students who agreed to participate had their parents sign 
permission forms, and the students signed assent forms when the survey was 
administered. The survey was administered by one of the students' classroom teachers. 
This typically occurred during a study hall or during individual work time to minimize 
the disruption of instruction. After administration, the students placed their surveys, 




What Students Think About Drop Out 
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The first half of the survey focused on student perceptions of dropout. The results 
of this portion of the survey are summarized in Tables 1 and 2. The first 12 items, which 
are summarized in Table 1, were written in a 4-point Likert scale format, which ranged 
from from 1 (strongly agree) to 4 (strongly disagree). These items asked about 
perceptions of high school graduation, school dropout, and the importance of school and 
graduation. Items 13 through 19 are compiled in Table 2. These items were written in a 
true/false or yes/no format and ask students about school dropout, personal 
responsibilities, and extra curricular activities. Question 19 has a follow-up question 
which is summarized in Figure 1. This item asked students which adults at school they 
felt they could go to for advice and the participants were allowed to select more than one 
response. Possible choices included: a teacher; a counselor; an administrator; other 
school staff; and other, which includes individuals such as volunteers who aren't 
necessarily school staff, but who are present at the school. 
Respondents very strongly agreed that it is important to graduate from high school 
as indicated by their response to the item, "It is important to me to graduate from high 
school." When responding to the item, "My parents want me to graduate from high 
school," the students indicated that they also believed that their parents want them to 
graduate. Furthermore, their response to the item, "My teachers want me to graduate" 
shows that the students think their teachers want them to graduate. Interestingly, 
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participants felt less strongly about the degree to which their friends saw the importance 
of high school graduation, as was revealed by the item, "My friends think it is important 
to graduate from high school." On the question, "My friends think about dropping out of 
high school," 41 % of the participants said their friends think about dropping out of 
school, while when responding to, "Sometimes I think about dropping out of high 
school," only 27.5 % of the participants indicated that they have thought about dropping 
out of school themselves. Responses to the item, "I have dropped out of high school" 
reveal that only 2.5 % of the participants said they had previously dropped out of school. 
When answering the item "I am involved in extra curricular activities," only 37.5 % of 
the participants indicated they are involved in extra curricular activities. When those who 
are involved in extra curricular activities were asked, "Does that make you want to go to 
school more," 61.9% said it makes them want to go to school more. 
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Table 1 
Survey Part One: Items 1-12 
Item M SD 
1. My teachers care about me. 1.95 .71 
2. My teachers want me to do well in school. 1.55 .68 
3. I think that what I learn at school is important. 1.73 .51 
4. In general, I learn things at school that I will need to know in 
the future. 1.80 .82 
5. It is important to me to graduate from high school. 1.13 .34 
6. I like school. 2.24 .72 
7. My parents want me to graduate from high school. 1.18 .39 
8. I expect to be successful in school. 1.43 .64 
9. My friends think it is important to graduate from 
high school. 1.78 .58 
10. Teachers care if I stay in school or drop out. 1.82 .79 
11. My teachers want me to graduate. 1.48 .64 
12. Some teachers would rather I drop out of school than stay in. 3.15 .86 
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Table 2 
Survey Part One: Items 13 - 19 
Item N % True/Yes % False/No 
13. I have more responsibilities than other kids my 40 
age. 65% 35% 
a. If true, does having these responsibilities 28 
make you think about dropping out? 7.1 % 92.9% 
14. I am involved in extra curricular activities? 40 37.5% 62.5% 
a. If true, does that make you want to go to 21 
school more? 61.9% 38.1 % 
15. My friends think about dropping out of high 39 
school 41 % 59% 
16. When I am absent from school, someone from 40 
school asks me about it 82.5% 17.5% 
17. I have dropped out of high school 40 2.5% 97.5% 
18. Sometimes I think about dropping out of high 40 
school. 27.5% 72.5% 
19. There is an adult in school I feel I can go to for 39 
advice. 79.5% 20.5% 
17 
Figure 1 


















Teacher Counselor Administrator Other School Other 
Staff 
Students' Sense of Belonging 
The second part of the survey was composed of the 18-item PSSM scale. This 
scale asked questions about how invested and involved each participant was in his or her 
school and school activities. Items also asked about students' personal relationships with 
various individuals in school. These items were written in a Likert scale format on a 
scale of 1 to 4. A summary of the results of this section of the survey is provided in 
Table 3. 
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A total scale score was obtained by calculating the average score of all the 
individual item means. Overall, participants tended to have an adequate sense of 
belonging (M = 2.06, SD= .47). Participants consistently indicated that they felt they 
could talk to an adult at school when they had a concern or problem. Students' responses 
here are consistent with their responses to item 19 on the first half of the survey. On this 
item, 79 .5 % of participants indicated that there was an adult at school to whom they 
could go to for advice. Item 6 in Table 3, "Sometimes I feel as ifl don't belong here," 
has a large amount of variability, indicating that although many students typically feel 
that they belong at their school, there are also many students who sometimes feel they 
don't belong at their school. 
Table 3 
Survey Part Two: PSSM Scale Items 
Item 
1) I feel like a real part of (name of school). 
2) People here notice when I'm good at something 
3) It is hard for people like me to be accepted here. * 
4) Other students in this school take my opinions 
-seriously. 
5) Most teachers at (name of school) are interested 
mme. 

















Item M SD 
7) There's at least one teacher or other adult in this 1.58 .71 
school I can talk to if I have a problem. 
8) People at this school are friendly to me. 2.06 .75 
9) Teachers here are not interested in people like 1.80 .65 
me.* 
10) I am included in lots of activities at (name of 2.85 .83 
school). 
11) I am treated with as much respect as other 2.00 .68 
students. 
12) I feel very different from most other students 2.40 .87 
here.* 
13) I can really be myself at this school. 2.00 .91 
14) The teachers here respect me. 1.88 .65 
15) People here know I can do good work. 1.71 .58 
16) l wish I were in a different school.* 1.92 .98 
17) I feel proud of belonging to (name of school). 1.83 .81 
18) Other students here like me the way I am. 1.74 .76 
* Indicates items that are reverse scored. 
CHAPTERS 
DISCUSSION 
What Students Think About Drop Out 
20 
Previous research has indicated that students with disabilities are more likely to 
become disengaged from school, and therefore they are less likely to graduate from high 
school (Lehr & Christenson, 2004; Wagner, 1991a, 1991b). However, the results of this 
study suggest that this group of special education students believe it is important to 
graduate from high school. The participants also stated their parents and their teachers 
want them to graduate from high school. This indicates that the students are getting 
adequate support and encouragement from their parents and teachers. 
When asked if they had thought about dropping outofhigh school, 27.5 % of the 
students stated they had. Nearly one-third of the students surveyed had thought about 
dropping out of school at some point. The fact that these students have thought about 
dropping out, but have not may indicate that the students understand the importance of 
graduating from high school and see value in a high school education. Interestingly, 41 % 
of the students said their friends think about dropping out of school. This may indicate 
that the participants were not completely honest about their own feelings regarding drop 
out. However, the difference between the number of students who indicated a friend has 
considered dropping out, and the number of students who report considering dropping out 
themselves is more likely the result of the participants having a number of friends. 
Knowing a large number of people would increase the likelihood of knowing someone 
who is thinking about dropping out. 
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Personal beliefs, such as not believing school is important (Benz, et al., 2000; 
Gallagher, 2002), finding school to be boring (Benz, et al., 2000; Engel, 1994; Kortering 
& Braziel, 1999; Wagner 1991 b ), and feeling that curriculum is not relevant to the real 
world and is not preparing the student for life after high school (Dunn, et al., 2004; 
Harvey & Koch, 2004), have also been shown to influence a student's decision to drop 
out of school. The participants indicated that overall they feel that school is valuable and 
the things they learn will be useful in the future. The students appear to find their 
education to be relevant to their current and future goals. This belief could likely 
influence students when many of them consider whether or not to drop out of school. 
Several studies have found that an increased level of adult responsibilities 
increases the likelihood of high school drop out (Engel, 1994; Razeghi, 1998). Even 
though 65% of the students surveyed believe they have more responsibilities than their 
peers, only 7% indicated they thought these additional responsibilities made them think 
more about dropping out. This disagreement with previous research may stem from the 
variability in specific additional responsibilities. For example, having a child or a job 
that is required to support oneself or a family would be more of a burden than having a 
part-time after school job for additional spending money. Further research should be 
done in this area to clarify specifically the degree of additional responsibility that 
increases the likelihood of dropout so additional supports can be provided for students 
who are identified. 
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Students' Sense of Belonging 
The ability to make a connection with a meaningful class or an important adult at 
school can increase the likelihood that a student will graduate (Dunn, et al., 2004). In 
this study, 79.5% of participants indicated that there are adults in school they can go to 
for advice. Of the students who felt there was an adult in the school they could go to, 
62.5% felt they could go to a teacher, 38% indicated they could go to a counselor, 6.3% 
stated they could go to an administrator, 12.5% felt they could go to other school staff, 
and 12.5% stated they felt they could talk to an adult at school who was not a staff 
member. A great deal of research supports the idea that positive relationships with 
adults at school are important for students at risk of dropping out (Black, 2003; Brown, 
Higgins, & Pierce, 2003; Davis & Dupper, 2004; Engel, 1994; Gallagher, 2002; 
Kortering & Braziel, 1999). Having these positive relationships with adults in school can 
decrease the likelihood of high school drop out. It is encouraging that nearly 80% of the 
participants feel they have positive and supportive relationships with adults at school. 
The participants indicated that they felt a lot of support from teachers. However, 
the students indicated that their relationships among peers were less favorable. Items 
such as, "Other students in this school take my opinions seriously" were rated more 
neutral. Although this is not alarming, it may indicate that peer relationships are not as 
supportive as they could be. 
Overall, the participants surveyed indicate that they have meaningful connections 
at school, particularly with their teachers. They also indicated they found school to be 
important for their futures. These results are encouraging, and show that it is possible to 




This research has several limitations. First, it relies on self-report data. Although 
the research was collected anonymously, it is possible that the students may have tried to 
portray themselves more positively by answering untruthfully. Secondly, the participants 
were all volunteers. It is possible that the students who did not choose to participate in 
the study may have answered differently than those who agreed to participate. Finally, 
the National Board on Educational Testing and Public Policy (2004) reports that the state 
in which this study was conducted has one of the highest graduation rates in the country. 
Due to this unique characteristic, and the small number of participants, the results may 
not be generalizable to the nation as a whole. 
Implications 
High school drop out is a serious issue within America's public school system. As 
part of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation, states are required to hold teachers 
and schools accountable for student learning. States are required to document such 
accountability, making graduation rates an issue of public concern. Students who 
eventually drop out of school are often not given assistance until it is too late. For every 
student who has dropped out of school, there are probably several students who 
considered dropping out, but did not. Schools tend to realize they have a dropout 
problem when large numbers of students are dropping out of school. To combat the 
dropout problem this country is facing, schools should take a pro-active approach and 
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identify students at risk for drop-out before they drop out. This could be done as a 
school-wide survey to determine what the overall school climate is like. A survey could 
also be administered on a smaller scale by individual teachers. Information from surveys 
can be used to identify the individuals at-risk for drop out. These individuals could then 
be targeted for specific interventions or drop out prevention programs. 
On a school-wide level, a survey can be used to help schools determine what 
issues students are struggling with. Examples include student/staff relationships, peer 
relationships, the relevance of school to student goals, and the pressures of additional 
responsibilities outside of school. Once the issues present within a school climate are 
identified, the school can then find programming or professional development that meets 
their needs. By taking a pro-active approach, a school would enable itself to target the 
students at-risk for dropping out by reduce the risk-factors within the school, and thereby 
increase graduation rates. 
Individual students can be targeted using the same concepts that could be applied 
to the school as a whole. For example, if a specific individual does not feel there is a 
staff member he or she can talk to, the school could find a staff member who could act as 
a mentor to the student to foster positive relationships. If a particular student is having 
difficulty determining how school is relevant to his or her future, a counselor might help 
the student identify possible careers and the skills needed to be successful in the possible 
career choices. These are examples of just a few of the ways that school staff can reach 
out and make a difference in a students decision to complete a high school education or 
drop out of school. Research shows that feelings of alienation can be influenced by 
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teachers and that one person can make a difference in a student's life (Knesting & 
Waldron, 2006). By reaching out to individual students, the school puts themselves in a 
place where they can reduce some of the risk-factors the students are faced with. 
Future Research 
Future research should be done to expand on these results. It would be interesting 
to do research on the view of staff towards students with disabilities to determine if staff 
have an accurate picture of student perceptions of drop out and school belonging. 
Knowing if staff and student perceptions align may inform administrators about the types 
of professional development the school staff could benefit from as they look to improve 
school climate and graduation rates. 
This was a small study, with a small number of participants. Future research 
should look at a larger population of students. Students from different geographical areas 
and with a variety of student characteristics should be surveyed to allow the results to be 
generalized over a greater population. Different school populations should also be 
examined to determine if students in schools with higher drop out rates score differently. 
This will help to establish the validity of this research. Furthermore, students without 
disabilities should be examined and compared to students with disabilities. Since 
students with disabilities tend to drop out of school at much high rates than their peers 
without disabilities, comparing the two populations will allow school staff to determine if 
different programming is needed for different student groups. This future research would 
allow educators to implement programming that matches their students' needs. Helping 
students to remain invested in their education will benefit not only each student who 
graduates from high school, but also society as a whole. 
Conclusion 
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Research has shown that relationships between students and school staff, student 
perceptions of the value of school, and levels of school belonging all play roles in the 
choice to drop out of high school. This study determined that this group of students with 
disabilities recognized the importance of a high school education. Although they may 
have thought about dropping out, the support given to them by school staff appeared to 
play a significant role in their choice to continue their education. Similarly, the 
relationships these students had with staff seemed to be key components in their 
development of feelings of school membership and belonging. This study provides 
further support for the importance of relationships among students and educators, 
specifically its critical role in dropout prevention. 
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FOOTNOTES 
1 Adapted from "The Psychological Sense of School Membership Among 
Adolescents: Scale Development and Educational Correlates," by C. Goodenow, 1993, 
Psychology in the Schools, 30, p. 79. 
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Please read each statement carefully and circle the response 
that applies to you, using the following scale: 
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SA A 





1. My teachers care about me. SA A D SD 
2. My teachers want me to do well in school. SA A D SD 
3. I think that what I learn at school is important. SA A D SD 
4. In general, I learn things at school that I will need to know in 
the future. SA A D SD 
5. It is important to me to graduate from high school. SA A D SD 
6. I like school. SA A D SD 
7. My parents want me to graduate from high school. SA A D SD 
8. I expect to be successful in school SA A D SD 
9. My friends think it is important to graduate from 
high school. SA A D SD 
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10. Teachers care ifl stay in school or drop out. SA A D SD 
11. My teachers want me to graduate. SA A D SD 
12. Some teachers would rather I drop out of school than stay in. SA A D SD 
Please read each statement carefully and circle the response that applies to you: 
13. I have more responsibilities than other kids my age True False 
a. If true, does having these responsibilities make you think about 
dropping out? Yes No 
14. I am involved in extra curricular activities? True False 
a. If true, does that make you want to go to school more? Yes No 
15. My friends think about dropping out of high school. True False 
16. When I am absent from school, someone from school asks me about 
it. True False 
17. I have dropped out of high school True False 
18. Sometimes I think about dropping out of high school True False 
If the answer to items 17 or 18 is true please answer the following: 
a. Did you talk to anybody about dropping out of school? Yes No 
b. If yes, who did you talk to? (Circle all that apply): 
Teacher Counselor Administrator 
Friend 
Other School Staff 
Parent Other 
19. There is an adult in school I feel I can go to for advice. 
a. If true, who? (Circle all that apply): 





Please read each statement carefully and circle the response 
that aEElies to }':OU, using the following scale: 
SA A D SD 
Strongl}': Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree 
1. I feel like a real part of (name of school). SA A D SD 
2. People here notice when I'm good at something. SA A D SD 
3. It is hard for people like me to be accepted here. SA A D SD 
4. . Other students in this school take my opinions seriously. SA A D SD 
5. Most teachers a (name of school) are interested in me. SA A D SD 
6. Sometimes I feel as if I don't belong here. SA A D SD 
7. There's at least one teacher or other adult in this school I can 
talk to if I have a problem. SA A D SD 
8. People at this school are friendly to me. SA A D SD 
9. Teachers here are not interested in people like me. SA A D SD 
10. I am included in lots of activities at (name of school). SA A D SD 
11. I am treated with as much respect as other students. SA A D SD 
12. I feel very different from most other students here. SA A D SD 
13. I can really be myself at this school. SA A D SD 
14. The teachers here respect me. SA A D SD 
15. People here know I can do good work. SA A D SD 
16. I wish I were in a different school. SA A D SD 
17. I feel proud of belonging to (name of school). SA A D SD 
18. Other students here like me the way I am. SA A D SD 
